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Moonshine in the Tennessee lountains 


When I was a child I learned early that “Sunny Tennessee" 
was the most beautiful vlace in the world. "Sunny Tennessee" I 
took to be a sort of nom—de-vlume for Tennessee in the day time; 
"Moonshine Tenticssee" must then be the state at night. 

In the March TFS Bulletin I read with interest Professor 
Charles S. Pendleton's article on "Illicit Whiskey Making" and 
noted his request that others "gather while we mey" eny information 
ovossible on this phase of Tennessee folk-life--for those who shine 
to-dey tomorrow may be a-dying and their knowledge with them. 

Illicit distilling has been one of our outstanding and hishly 
profitable industries since long before we became a state. On nege 
277 of Goodspeed's history we read the following:. 

"The manufacture of whiskey in Tennessee dates back nearly 
to the advent of the first colonists. As early as 1785 
Colonel James Robertson, learning that the establishment of 
distilleries in the Cumberland Settlements was under con- 
temolation, secured the passage of an act by the North 
Caroline legislature vrohibiting the distillation of 
Soiritous liquors in Davidson County. 

In the first one hundred years of the state's history 
every county engaged in making it. In 1840 the distilleries 
renorted in East Tennessee were 606, making 314,445 

| gellons." 
a From 1955 te 1937 we had in East and Middle Tennessee 3505 
known liquor law violators, with probably twice thet many who 


escaped the lew, or in their words "dodged the tax". 
Whiskey making probably began in earnest in fast Tennessee 


about the time of the Yhiskey Rebellion of 1794.+ At this time 
the states of rennsvlvania, North Caroline (which at this time 


included the territory now in Tennessee) and Virginie rebelled 
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when the Fe@ereal authorities undertook to collect tax on whiskey 

as orovided for in ¢ Federal lew nassed in 1791. President George 
: | Washington sent a force of 15,009 men to ouiet the revolt. The 

distillors objected vehemently to vaying tax on their product, 

and often they resorted to tarring and feathcring the revenue 

collectors. To escene such government interference, meny of these 

distillcrs followed the mounteins of western Pennsvilvanié until 


they found refuge from the tax collectors. Thus they ceme to our 


southern mounteins. 

Liaqvor was something these herdy Scotch and Irish brothers 
preferred not to do without. (Incidentell-:, the word "whiskey" is 
of Celtic origin, and it is derived from the word "wisgebeethea" 
which mcens water of life.) In the early deys of our stete almost 
every family kept stored in the smokehouse e barrel of whiskcy, 
end others of ine. brendy, moless«s and cider, all for "the 
stomech's seke". Such was a pert of their living, end those who 
did not thus cere.for their families were not considered good 
“roviders. 


_hed to be, for there were few doctors. Each well-to-do family 


Eerly Tennesscens were very attentive to their heelth; thoy 


never failed to have enough white-oak barrels to store their 


brendy,; whiskey, cider and so on for verious winter colds and 


4 "morning dram" would werd off the deadly "cold nlague" ” 
h evervone lived in "Godly fear". This "cold nlague" was 
ep kind of chills end fever. (Coulé it heve been influenza?) tr 
the sufferer drank too much "medicine" he got drunk. Mow a-drys 


he gets crazy’. This is said to be due to the difference in 
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the old-time and modern methods of meking it. | 

The orocess of converting grain into liauor was common 
household knowledge to most old-timers, as common as the knowlecge 
of mekine molesses, curing beat, or meking soap. This process 
started with the nrenaration of the meal. 

Barley grains were first soaked until they snrovted *-quarter 
of an inch, after which they were thoroughly dried. These were 
then ground to meal. Corn =e nrenared in the ordinary fasnion. 
The meals were then mixed in the proportion Af three bushels of 
corn meal to three gallons of baricy meal. 

One bushel of this meal was then mixed with sixty gallons of 
water end allowed to remein for 96 hours. (If they were in a hurry 
the time could be cut to 72 hours. ) This was then placed in a conver 
still and allowed to come to a boil. At this time the can arm was 
pleced and the steam passed through this into the worm -.a coil of 
from 50 to 60 feet in length. This worm, coiled like a snake ready 
to snrgng, procuced a worthy Grink, whose — are antly 
desqgribed in Piblical nhreses as biting like e sernent and stinging 
like eddcr. Coulée this be why whiskey is said to be good for 
sneke bite - the o1d idea of fighting fire with fire? 

This "low wine" which emerged at the bottom of the ""leke-stend" 
was also called "singlings". This ine then returned to the still 
end nassed through 2 second time when it came out whiskey, This 
nrocrss vas known eas "doubling". 

Most modern moonshine is made of sugar and is extremely 


detrimental to the kidneys, According to government regulations, 


ea bushel of mesl is sunnosed to make two end a half gallons of 


whiskey, but a bushel of meal and 100 nounds of suger can be madc 
into many times thet number of gellons. 

Moonshiners eometimes add wheat bran to the above mixture 
to form e car thet helns to kren the alcohol dontentr fren escening 
during the process of fermentation. This nrocess takes four Geys 
in winter snd three days in summer. Time does not nermit them to 
indulge in undue sanitary measures; flics, bugs, dust and dirt of 
all kinds ere apt to be mixed in the mash. Sometimes a rat or 
two turns up for extra flavor. 

Present-Cay stills are fired with locust or hickory wood if 
at all vossible; these woods greatly reduce to tell-tale evidence of 
smoke. FEickorv elso orovides the hottest fine, and its eshes 
mrofduce the vest lvc, which the shiner often uses to hurry along 
his run. 

It is interesting to learn how the "nited Ststes Alcohol 
Tex "nit found out so much abovt our illicit whiskey meking. Little 
ettention was paid us until after June 18, 1984, at which time 
Congress rass-da en ect authorizing the Intcrnal Revenue Commission 
to require dealers in raw meteriels from vhich whiskey could ode 
menufacturcd to submit renortsa of ell such commodities sold, 

Ry 1°85 end 1976 the commission discovered thet in a twelve 
month voricd 2 hundred cer loads of sugar hed been shipned by rail, 
end much licrger ovantities had been shinn-d by truck into one 
Test Tennessee county. Almost es much hed entered ten other mount-eir 
wntics. It “ee ostimatea thet in one of these counties four 
million novnds of suger hed been used in the twelve month period 


for the purpose of moonshining - a quentity thet would result in 


d thouesnd gellons of whisPey. Since no tax wes 
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oeid on eny of thic, the government estimseted thet it had been 
defrevuded of neerly one million dollers in texes. 

The merchents who sold the sugar at the rete of fifteen to 
twenty thousand vounds a dey were not violeting any law. They 
were concucting e- verfectly legitimete business. Yet they were 
often ceught bctween the horns of a dilemme, If the merchant 
feileA to make the reavired revorts of his seles he got into trouble 
with the government. Yet he could not efford to renort his 
moonshine customers, end neither covld he »fford to ney the thousand 
dollars fine for not doing so. As a Desult he often stopned selling 
to certsin known shiners, thus stonning at least some of the sugar 
distilling. 

After the “revenooers" finish with e still it is never vossible 
for its owner to repair it. “he remains ere sometimes turned over 
to the handicreft workers. That hand-wrought conner cendle holder 
vou bought on the lest trin to the mounteins may herve e most 


interesting history! 


Ruth VY. O'Dell 
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Fecent Publicetions 


Jorden, Philin D. Singin' VYenkers he "niversity of 
Yinnesote Press, Minn-enolis, linnesotea 


™he Putchinsons liked two things - singing and cruseding for 
ep Cavse, To gratify these urges they gave un farming in New 
"nglend and took to the road, becoming, in their travels, fmerics's 
most femous band of family singers. 


Their first cevse wes Abolition, end their crusading took 
them as far vest as St. Paul in 1855. After the Civil War they 
tock uv temperence with equel zeal and began crusading all over 
egein., 


Yr. Joréden's book incornorates excernts from journals, letters, 
and diaries as well as the texts of many of the Hutchinson songs. 


4% 
Camoe, Arthur L Snanish ™olk Poetry in New Vexico The 


"niversity of New l’exico Press, Albuauerove, N.M. 1946 00 


“his is © comnrehensive collection of the noetry left in New 
Yexico by the Soanish end }’extean troubedours over e neriod of 
three anc « helf centuries. Dr, Gamna treats the Romence, the 
Corrido, the Decime, end the Cencion, giving many exammles of cach 
end excellent historicel backgrounds. 


Our congretuletions to the Yoosier Folklore Pulletin on 
its new format. Tor the first time it enpnears in nrinted form 
(Yerch 1946, Vol. Y no. 1) instead of the femiliar mimeogrenned 
form. “his change has been dve to its new affiliation with 
the Indisna Fistoricel Pureau. “here is elseo a slight change 
in name; it is now celled simmly “"Foosier Folklore". 


he June igsuc of “innesota Fistory (Vol. 27, no. 2) has 


been edtzed to our collection of exchenge meterial, es have the 
Summor issuce of American Soueres. 
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NOTES and COIUINTS 


Due, we strongly suspect, to the good offices of our friend 
Professor Boges, the Bulletin has had some interesting corresvon- 
dence with South and Central American groups. These contects nave 
been mentioned from time to time in the Bulletin. Over the 
summer came two new ones:. a request from the government-svonsored 
groun in Argentina for an exchange of nublications, and a cony of 
Volume I number 1 of the Boletin del Folklore Dominicano. The 
latter is an attractive small magazine, printed, and boasting no 
less than nine articles besides the usual editorial festures. Those 
of our reedere who would like to know more about this nublication 
oe ges ad¢rsss Edna Garrido, Dr. Delgado #3, Ciudad Trujillo, 

Dom. 


Our very best wishes go to these new grouns, together with the 
hope that they may live long and prosperously, ‘Ve again wish to 
express our edmiration for the work 2r. Soggs is doing in arousing 
interest in folk materials among our neighbors to the south. 


specisl Notice 


The ennual meeting of the Tennessee Folklore Society will be 
held in the nigh School at Mcifinnville on. Saturday, November second. 
“irs, HMeDowell, our president, promises an excellent progren. 


All members and ell others interested are cordially invited 
to attend this meeting. 
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